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Abstract
Over the past few years, retention has been an ongoing challenge to all military services and the United States Air Force is no exception. Many have posited a strong economy as a reason for people exiting the Air Force. Others have asserted that it is because of the personnel drawdown along with an ever-increasing operations tempo.
Still others have pointed to a lack of core organizational identity that decreases the cohesiveness of the Air Force. This study describes the concepts of organizational identity and organizational culture, their importance, and their relevance to the USAF.
This study also analyzes the foundations of Air Force core identity; defines current Air Force identity and pinpoints current threats to that identity. This paper reviews retention trends and current retention challenges in an attempt to draw a relationship between Air Force core identity and retention rates. Lastly, the study provides suggestions for enhancing Air Force core identity and subsequently combating the resultant retention problems.
v Chapter 1
Background on Air Force Core Identity and Retention
A core identity is a product of a military organization's traditions and culture. Core identity provides military organizations with a sense of -self" and -self-esteem." It provides the impetus among the organizations' members in building and maintaining a sense of commitment, obligation and belonging. The United States Air Force presently lacks a well-defined core identity; people identify with their units or their weapons systems, but not with the Air Force mission. Since the end of the Cold War, the United States Air Force has been undergoing tremendous changes. Many of these changes were in the form of personnel and budget cuts. Numerous and continuous changes have challenged the core identity and self-esteem of the United States Air Force. Continuous changes to a well-established institution such as the United States Air Force, coupled with a lack of a definite core identity, may be a root cause of the current retention problems in the Air Force's active duty and reserve forces.
Still others have pointed to a lack of core identity that decreases the cohesiveness of the Air Force. The lack of cohesiveness and subsequent decreased sense of commitment, obligation and belonging could be an origin of current and future recruiting, and retention challenges.
This study describes the concepts of organizational identity and organizational culture, their importance, and their relevance to the USAF. This study also analyzes the foundations of Air Force core identity; defines current Air Force identity and pinpoints current threats to that identity. This paper reviews retention trends and current retention challenges in an attempt to draw a relationship between Air Force core identity and retention rates. Lastly, the study provides suggestions for enhancing Air Force core identity and subsequently combating the resultant retention problems.
Organizational Identity
Identity is vital to any organization. Identity defines what the organization is and
what the members of the organization believe and value. Identity affects an awareness of purpose and creates a sense of commitment, obligation and belonging among its members. According to Setear, et.al., -From the analysis of high-performing groups oe groups of people who have performed well above expectations or the norm oe one of the most consistent attributes is a shared sense of identity and purpose." 1 Identity and identification are powerful needs; they describe individuality and uniqueness.
2 Individuals, and subsequently organizations, possess an overwhelming desire to define themselves. According to Stuart, -Part of the power of the constructs comes from the need for a situated sense of entity. Whether an organization, group or person, each entity needs at least a preliminary answer to the question "Who are we?' or "Who am I?' in order to interact effectively with other entities over the long run." 3 The identity of an organization provides members with a strong sense of purpose. It provides members with an awareness of the parts that they play in the organization's overall success or failure. -By internalizing the group or organizational identity as a (partial) definition of self, the individual gains a sense of meaningfulness and connection.
Identity and identification explain one means by which individuals act on behalf of the Personality and Social Psychology, 71, 1 (1996) :83. 6 Ibid. 7 Ibid. 8 Seater, et.al., 67. 9 Albert, n.p.
Chapter 3
Organizational Culture Organizations whose membership shares a common culture also shares a sense of cohesiveness and a sense of vision, purpose and direction. In embracing organizational culture, members also share commitment to the organization's purpose or mission. Also, members feel obligated to the organization and they experience fulfillment through feelings of belonging. In short, they know who they are and they know where they are going within the context of the organization. They achieve a sense of identity through culture.
Once again, according to Setear, et.al., - The strategic bombing identity was a powerful presence and created a sense of mission and purpose for the Air Force. However, this strategic bombing identity was challenged from time to time.
The Berlin Airlift had proven that airlift was a vital and decisive force. However, its success was virtually unnoticed; airlift has always remained a secondary mission to the power wielders and decision-makers of the Air Force. Air Force identity has never been associated with airlift. Change, once again, is a constant and the Air Force recognized the need to adapt to the global and political environment. The core identity changed from the mission of strategic bombing to an identification with a particular weapon system. Change, which leads to growth and development, is normally a -painful" process. 
United States Air Force Identity Crisis
At the end of the Twentieth Century, the United States Air Force was more determined than ever to define and establish its core identity. Senior Air Force leadership realized the importance of identity in giving the service a sense of focus, direction, purpose and mission. Unit issues such as leadership, morale, and recognition for effort were also part of the survey. Only 64 percent of respondents were satisfied with the amount of recognition they received for duty performance in the increased operations tempo environment. 7 This alienation degrades any sense of identity and feelings of belonging to something bigger and better than the self. The survey also noted that morale was an area of concern. The senior leadership of the Air Force felt so strongly about the importance of the Air Force's identity that the Air Force hired a private corporate identity firm to help define the Air Force's core identity. 5 The Air Force conducted its own internal and external research and retained Siegel and Gale for a sum of $655,000 to help Air Force leadership interpret research results and to ensure that identity is assimilated throughout the force. 6 The Air Force's research included seven surveys, 68 focus groups and numerous interviews of both active duty and retired general officers. Colonel Ron Rand, Director of Public Affairs, United States Air Force, stated that inputs were taken from around ten thousand people which included 7,500 enlisted members, officers and civilians from the total force. The remaining people were from the American public. 7 The results of the research demonstrated that the United States Air Force lacked a single unifying concept or impression and that there was -little" uniformity in a visual image or illustration. 8 Colonel Rand also noted that Air Force personnel felt loyalty to the units to which personnel were assigned rather than to the Air Force as a whole.
9
To combat the lack of core identity, Siegel and Gale recommended that the focus of Air Force identity should be placed on the Air Force global mission. The mission was the concept that continually emerged throughout the research. 10 Individual achievement, intelligence and technology and Core Values were three other themes that surfaced during the identity research.
11
From the research results, Siegel and Gale interpreted that the core identity of the United States Air Force is a -world-class mission-ready organization" and as such they
suggested that the identity concept should be -world-ready." 12 In other words, -worldready" would be the message to the force as well as the American public and also, to the world. In addition, they recommended a symbol to depict the -world-ready" concept that embraces the past heritage of the United States Air Force and its future. The visual representation was just one initiative to culminate an effort in defining the people and the mission of the United States Air Force…the core identity. Establishing core identity was the beginning of an effort to tackle current recruiting and retention challenges. It is the core identity that gives shape, meaning and focus to reversing negative retention trends.
The key to strengthening a core identity concept throughout the service is communication. Core identity has to be effectively communicated to all personnel. If personnel relate to the service's core identity, they will then feel that they are an integral Focus groups continued the summits' work by going in-depth into retention issues identified during the summits. The focus groups were held at 11 bases in the CONUS and in Europe. Group membership was composed of active duty and active duty family members so as to ensure that all angles of each issue were being given the broadest amount of consideration.
21
The primary issue of concern was that of communication. 22 The results from the focus groups revealed that there is a disparity in communications, at all levels, between Core identity is the product of an organization's culture and is the foundation for unit cohesiveness, morale, welfare and esprit. Core identity, organizational culture, unit cohesiveness, morale, welfare and esprit are all highly integrated concepts. However, it is core identity to which personnel relate, and identify. Core identity inspires and maintains a sense of commitment to the organization's mission, obligation to the service and belonging to something -more important" than the self, which is a basic human need.
For many years, the core identity of the United States Air Force revolved around the concepts of strategic bombing and nuclear deterrence. 2 The organization's core identity was linked to its strategic nuclear deterrent mission. However, a shift in focus away from strategic nuclear deterrence and strategic bombing towards more tactical missions gradually challenged the identity of the United States Air Force. 3 The Air Force became segregated into various specialty communities with fracture lines between operational and support personnel. The divisions were most apparent within the operations community between bomber, tactical fighter, and airlift personnel. There is no scientific evidence that core identity positively or negatively impacts retention. Scientific research in this area would be valuable to both the recruiting and retention efforts of all armed services. However, one can easily say that units which demonstrate high morale, high self-esteem, positive cohesiveness and esprit have members that feel a sense of commitment, obligation and belonging. Members who feel they are an integral part of an organization and that their contributions are important, are members that feel a sense of self-fulfillment. They feel that they belong.
As noted earlier, the Honorable Ike Skelton asserted that positive retention rates among deployed troops can be attributed to high morale, esprit and unit cohesion that comes from a clear sense of mission and purpose. 7 A clear sense of mission and purpose is tightly integrated with the concept of identity. Therefore, identity is key to mission success and there is a strong preponderance of circumstantial evidence to indicate that identity is key to positive retention rates as well. Lastly, commanders should emphasize the uniqueness of the military profession.
The profession of arms is a -higher calling" of service and sacrifice. Commanders should regularly acknowledge the sacrifices of their unit members and should reiterate the tremendous responsibilities that they accept. Military service cannot be compared with civilian life; although the Air Force is working diligently to improve the quality of life for its members, commanders should always emphasis the professionalism and honor of military service.
Actively focusing on Air Force history and traditions, doctrine, core values and professionalism will reinforce Air Force core identity. Regular promotion of Air Force core identity will provide personnel with something to grasp and hold on to. If the Air Force core identity is positive and supportive, members will want to reenlist. Once again, it is not about the economy oe the Air Force cannot compete with civilian life. It is a matter of belonging and feeling like personal contributions make a difference.
